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VESSEL ATTITUDE DETERMINATION 
SYSTEM AND METHOD 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

1. Field of Invention 
This invention relates generally to systems and methods 

for determining headings, positions, and velocities of mov 
ing vessels. The invention also relates to ship docking 
systems. In particular, it pertains to a system and method for 
determining position, attitude, and velocity of ships that can 
be used in a ship docking system. 

2. Description of Related Art 
Conventional docking aid systems can generally be 

grouped into tWo categories: those based on radar 
technology, and those based on laser technology. Some 
systems may even operate in dual mode. Both types of 
systems install sensors near the dock to measure ship 
navigation information such as distance to the dock and 
approach speed. This information is then made available to 
a pilot onboard the ship. Since lasers and radar have to be 
installed and operated on the dock, they can not easily be 
made portable. Also, since the operational range is rather 
limited, a large number of such systems must be installed for 
each port, making Wide use of such aiding devices prohibi 
tively expensive. 

The declaration of Full Operational Capability (FOC) of 
the Global Positioning System (GPS) by the US. Air Force 
in July 1995 marked the beginning of a neW era in naviga 
tion technology. The US. Coast Guard has upgraded more 
than 50 existing radiobeacons With the capability of broad 
casting differential GPS (DGPS) corrections. With appro 
priate equipment, mariners inside the coverage areas can 
achieve 5 to 10 meters absolute positioning accuracy. 
Indeed, the DGPS-based navigation aid has been Widely 
used in various marine navigation applications from open 
ocean to harbor approach. HoWever, the eXisting DGPS 
systems cannot be used directly for a ship docking applica 
tion because the ship’s heading, Which is critical in the ?nal 
docking phase, cannot be determined With conventional 
DGPS methods. 

To partially ameliorate the DGPS de?ciency in heading 
information, a heading sensor may be integrated With a 
DGPS system. Unfortunately, conventional heading sensors, 
such as magnetic compasses, gyrocompasses, and ?uXgates, 
either do not provide the accuracy required or need a lengthy 
alignment process before operation. None of these sensors 
can meet the requirements of precise accuracy and easy 
installation. Nor can a suf?cient level of accuracy be 
achieved by differential operation alone, Which only pro 
cesses pseudorange measurements. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention provides a portable attitude deter 
mination apparatus and method that can be used With a ship 
docking system. GPS carrier phase measurements are used 
to determine attitude (i.e., aZimuth and elevation angles) of 
a moving platform. With tWo separate GPS receiver/antenna 
combinations, phase measurements are processed to deter 
mine a precise vector from one antenna phase center to the 
other. The aZimuth and elevation of a baseline vector are 
then computed. Float ambiguities betWeen the tWo receiver 
antennas are determined, and are used to provide initial 
estimates of antenna baseline length and attitude. A search 
procedure is then employed to ?nd the actual integer ambi 
guities. Only GPS observables, are needed; no other eXternal 
data input is required. 
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2 
The method and system of this invention provides a 

search through ?oating point ambiguities Which provides 
initial estimates that are used to narroW the siZe of the 
WindoW of a search through integer ambiguities. The search 
through ?oating point ambiguities is relatively quick 
because of the coarse resolution. HoWever, such a search 
through ?oating point ambiguities increases the accuracy 
and speed of a search through integer ambiguities by pro 
viding initial estimates for the integer ambiguity search. 
One embodiment of an attitude determination apparatus in 

a portable ship docking system according to the invention 
can be carried by a pilot onto a ship and used as a navigation 
aid to assist in a ?nal docking phase. The apparatus is 
portable, Weighs less than 15 pounds, and can be very 
quickly installed on a ship, With a total setup time of less 
than 15 minutes. It can precisely determine instantaneous 
position and velocity of any point of the ship, as Well as the 
ship’s heading and its turning rate. 
The invention accurately determines position, heading, 

heading rate, and velocity parameters using surveyed points 
on the ship relative to boW and stem positions. The surveyed 
points on the ship are mapped very accurately to latitudinal 
and longitudinal positions, thus enabling generation of accu 
rate heading, heading rate, and velocity information, Without 
needing a lengthy alignment or system initialiZation. On a 
surveyed ship, a portable attitude determination unit can be 
installed to provide accurate position, heading, heading rate, 
and velocity information Within 15 minutes. 

In a ship docking system according to the invention, each 
ship reports its oWn ship data to a reference station using the 
portable attitude determination apparatus of the invention on 
each ship for ship attitude determination. The reference 
station correlates all the ships’ data and communicates the 
correlated data to all of the reporting ships. Pilots on these 
ships and a harbor master on shore, can use this data for 
docking and navigation, such as in a display of surrounding 
ship and geographic data and an alert system for collision 
avoidance. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

The invention is described in detail With reference to the 
folloWing draWings Wherein like numerals represent like 
elements, and Wherein: 

FIG. 1 illustrates a portable attitude determination ship 
docking apparatus aboard a ship; 

FIG. 2 shoWs components of one embodiment of a 
portable attitude determination apparatus according to the 
invention; 

FIG. 3 shoWs components of one embodiment of an 
onshore reference station for a ship docking system accord 
ing to the invention; and 

FIG. 4 is a How chart of one embodiment of an attitude 
determination method according to the invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENTS 

FIGS. 1 and 2 illustrate a con?guration for one embodi 
ment of the invention installed aboard a ship 100. Aportable 
attitude determination unit (ADU) includes a bridge unit 102 
that can be carried aboard the ship’s bridge 112, although it 
can easily be operated from other parts of the ship 100 as 
Well. A portable hand held display 104 displays data pro 
duced by the bridge unit 102. TWo portable Wing units 106 
and 108 are placed near respective ends of the bridge Wings 
116 and 118 at surveyed locations. The Wing units 106 and 
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108 are portably mounted and powered by any conventional 
means. For example, the Wing units 106 and 108 can be 
battery powered and include magnet-mounted antennas. 

The illustrated embodiment of the bridge unit 102 shoWn 
in FIG. 2 includes a ship attitude processor 200 including a 
position calculator 202, a velocity calculator 204, and a 
heading calculator 206. These three calculators may each 
form a portion of the same device, or may be distinct 
modules. In the illustrated embodiment, a spread spectrum 
data link 210 receives data from an onshore reference 
station. In one embodiment, the bridge unit 102 includes a 
486DX4/100 processor With four serial ports. 

The ship attitude processor 200 receives data from the 
Wing units 106 and 108 via data links 208 and precisely 
computes the ship’s position, velocity, and heading. A data 
coordinator 212 coordinates position, velocity, and heading 
data output by the ship attitude processor 200, and similar 
data concerning other ships received from the spread spec 
trum data link 210 (if any), and transmits display data to the 
hand held display 104. In the illustrated embodiment of the 
invention used With a ship docking system, a bridge collision 
avoidance unit 214 generates a collision Warning using a 
hand held display alarm 216. 

Areference station in a ship docking system according to 
the invention is illustrated in FIG. 3. Each ship has an ADU 
brought aboard by each ship’s pilot as the ship approaches 
the harbor. The reference station includes an onshore GPS 
receiver 302 that receives GPS tracking data; an onshore 
station controller 304 that collects, coordinates, and dissemi 
nates the GPS tracking data and information from all vessels 
including position, velocity, and heading; a spread spectrum 
data link 306 Which communicates With ADU’s on all 
vessels; and an optional display 308. 

In one embodiment of the ship docking system, the 
onshore reference GPS receiver 302 is installed on a choke 
ring ground plane to reduce the multipath effect. The choke 
ring is then mounted on a rigid platform With a clear vieW 
to the sky to maximiZe the all-in-vieW reception. Preferably, 
the receiver location should be surveyed to an accuracy of 3 
inches. 

The onshore GPS receiver 302 provides the folloWing 
GPS tracking information to the onshore station controller 
304: 

GPS time; 
number of satellite; 
satellite ID; 
pseudorange measurements; 
pseudorange measurement standard deviations; 
accumulated carrier phase measurements; 
accumulated carrier phase standard deviations; and 
age of continuous tracking. 
The onshore station controller 304 broadcasts this infor 

mation via the spread spectrum data link 306 to all shipboard 
ADUs. In return, each ADU broadcasts its ship’s position, 
velocity and heading information back to the onshore station 
controller 304. The onshore station controller 304 combines 
the information from all of the ships and broadcasts the 
combined information back to all of the ships. The onshore 
station controller 304 connects to a monitor or CRT 308 to 
display surrounding geographic information as Well as pro 
portional ship icons. Since each ship noW has all of the 
ships’ information, a similar display can be generated on the 
hand held display 104 of each shipboard ADU. The onshore 
station controller 304, and/or each bridge unit 102, use this 
data for a ship collision avoidance system. If tWo ships are 
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4 
running courses that Would cause a collision, then an alarm 
signal is immediately issued. 
The bridge unit 102 accepts GPS data from the onshore 

station controller 304, computes the ship’s position, 
velocity, and heading, and sends this information to the 
onshore station controller 304. The bridge unit 102 also 
receives the combined information for all nearby ships from 
the onshore station controller 304 and passes it to the 
hand-held display 104, thus alloWing the pilot to visually 
observe the relative position and velocity of the ship in its 
surroundings. 
The portable ADU combines easy installation With 

extremely high accuracy for position, heading, heading rate, 
and velocity determination. A method is noW described for 
achieving extremely high accuracy in heading determination 
by processing GPS pseudorange and carrier phase measure 
ments. 
The attitude determination method according to the inven 

tion has tWo stages. In the ?rst stage, the approximate 
orientation and length of an antenna baseline is found using 
?oating point ambiguities. The second stage ?ne tunes the 
orientation and the antenna baseline length estimates by 
?nding the actual integer ambiguities. FIG. 4 shoWs a 
control routine of an attitude determination processor 
according to the invention. 
The control routine starts at step S300 Where GPS data is 

received from the GPS satellites at Wing units 106 and 108. 
The control routine then continues to step S302 Where the 
phase and the pseudorange betWeen receiver and satellite 
pairs are measured and the control routine continues to step 
S304. In step S304, the control routine ?lters the double 
difference ?oating point ambiguities from the differences 
betWeen the phase and the pseudorange measurements. 
Next, at step S306, the control routine calculates an antenna 
baseline length using the ?oat ambiguities and the phase 
measurements. The control routine then continues to step 
S308. 
At step S308, the control routine estimates initial aZimuth 

and elevation from the ?oat ambiguities. The control routine 
then continues to step S310 Where the siZes of the aZimuth 
and the elevation search WindoWs are determined based on 
the accuracy of the initial aZimuth and elevation estimates. 
The control routine then continues to step S312 Where the 
control routine determines the true integer ambiguities by 
conducting a search Within the aZimuth and elevation search 
WindoWs. Next, at step S314, the control routine determines 
the ship attitude from the integer ambiguities. 

This method is noW explained in more detail. In steps 
S300 through S304, the control routine ?lters the double 
difference ?oat ambiguity from the differences betWeen the 
phase and the pseudorange measurements betWeen receiver 
and satellite pairs. Aprime satellite is selected as a reference 
for all other measurements. 
At each epoch, the raW ?oat ambiguity NF is calculated 

as: 

Where: 

4) is the phase measurement; 
p is the pseudorange measurement; 
A and B denote the GPS receivers; 
p is the prime satellite; 
j=1, . . . ,n, j<>p Where n is the number of common 

satellites tracked by the tWo receivers; and 
)t, is the L1 frequency Wavelength, Which is approxi 

mately equal to 19 cm. 
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At step S306, the control routine calculates the antenna 
baseline length using the ?oat ambiguities and the phase 
measurements With a Weighted least squares method, as 
folloWs: 

Let rci denote the estimated range from receiver C to 
satellite i, C=A or B, i=1, . . . ,n. With ui denoting the 
unit line-of-sight (LOS) vector from a receiver to 
satellite i, the measurement matrix H is: 

(Z) 

H has (n—1)><3 dimensions because there is no roW for the 
prime satellite p. The Weighting matrix R is the symmetric 
matrix of carrier phase measurement variances correspond 
ing to the double differences Which have been scaled for 
satellite elevation angle and phase track time. The one 
dimensional measurement vector L is: 

(3) 

N is de?ned as the (n—1)><1 vector of ?oat ambiguities. 
Then the baseline vector rABe betWeen antennas A and B in 
earth centered, earth ?xed (ECEF) coordinates is: 

When the ?oat ambiguities have converged after a settling 
time, the control routine initiates a 3-dimensional search in 
aZimuth, elevation, and baseline length to ?nd the integer 
amibiguities. As step S308, the control routine obtains initial 
estimates of aZimuth, elevation, and baseline length. The 
initial estimates are the ?nal estimates obtained from the 
?oat ambiguity determination; i.e., the vector reAB from (4) 
is transformed to local level coordinates, from Which aZi 
muth and elevation can be found, While the baseline length 
is the magnitude of reAB. In another embodiment of this 
invention, the GPS antennas are mounted on the same Wing 
in relatively close proximity so that the distance betWeen the 
antennas is knoWn apriori (e.g., measured With a tape 
measure for instance), then the integer ambiguities can be 
found by performing the search that is described in the 
folloWing paragraphs, except that the search is 
2-dimensional in aZimuth and elevation While the baseline 
length is constant. In this case, the initial estimates of 
aZimuth and elevation must be supplied by some external 
source (e.g., a magnetic compass for aZimuth and an incli 
nometer for elevation). At step S310, the control routine 
calculates the siZes of the search WindoWs in each dimension 
based on the accuracy of the source of the initial estimates. 

Next, at step S312, the control routine obtains the true 
integer ambiguities by computing the minimum of a cost 
function based on the phase measurements. Let 01,-, i=0, . . . 

, k and [3], j=0, . . . , m, and rL, l=0, . . . , p, denote the 

aZimuths, elevations, and baseline lengths respectively as 
they range over the search WindoWs and de?ne A01, A6, and 
Ar to be the corresponding step siZes of the aZimuths, 
elevations, and length ((Xi=(XO+A(X and similarly for [3]- and 
r,). Assume, Without loss of generality, that the attitude of 
antenna B With respect to antenna Ais to be found. With the 
latitude and longitude of antenna A given by (PA and KB, for 
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6 
each 01,-, [3], and r,, compute the potential position of antenna 
B as: 

For the case Where the baseline length in knoWn apriori, the 
r, are all constant and do not vary. 
The control routine then obtains the range from receiver 

B to each of the satellites and calculates the residues by: 

Where it is assumed for simplicity that satellite 1 is the 
reference satellite for computing the double differences. 
The frac( ) function takes the difference betWeen the 

absolute value of its argument and the closest integer to the 
absolute value. Therefore, the result of frac( ) is alWays 
betWeen 0 and 0.5. 

The control routine then ?nds the global and the tWo local 
minima (if they exist) of the flj’s. Next, the control routine 
calculates the corresponding aZimuth and elevation for the 
minima and computes the integer ambiguities for each of the 
attitude angles associated With the minima. The control 
routine then scales the minimum flj’s to produce a cost. The 
control routine accumulates the cost for three measurement 
epochs and then compares the loWest cost to the second 
loWest cost. If the ratio exceeds a predetermined limit, then 
the search is stopped and the control routine adopts integer 
ambiguities for the loWest cost as the true integer ambigu 
ities. 

Lastly, at step S314, the control routine ?nds the aZimuth 
and elevation using equations (1) and (2) at each phase 
measurement epoch. The control routine monitors the ambi 
guities by performing the 2-dimensional search as discussed 
above, but centers the computed values of the aZimuth and 
the elevation Within a reduced search WindoW. It is expected 
that the integer ambiguities found at the end of the initial 
search Will be one of the three loWest minima in the reduced 
search. If those ambiguities are not one of the three loWest 
minima for a ?xed number of times then the control routine 
declares a false ?x and performs the search With a larger 
WindoW. The control routine of this invention may also use 
other criteria to determine if a false ?x has occurred. The 
invention is not intended to be limited to the criteria dis 
cussed above. One of ordinary skill in the art understands 
that other criteria may be used and still be Within the scope 
of the invention. 

While this invention has been described in conjunction 
With speci?c embodiments outlined above, it is evident that 
many alternatives, modi?cations and variations Will be 
apparent to those skilled in the art. Accordingly, the dis 
closed embodiments of the invention as set forth herein are 
intended to be illustrative, not limiting. Various changes may 
be made Without departing from the scope of the invention 
as de?ned in the folloWing claims. 
What is claimed is: 
1. An apparatus for determining an attitude, comprising: 
a pair of GPS antennas capable of receiving GPS carrier 

signals from a plurality of GPS satellites; and 
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a processor that determines the attitude based upon ?oat 
ing point ambiguities betWeen said GPS carrier signals 
received by each of said pair of GPS antennas. 

2. The apparatus of claim 1, Wherein said processor 
determines said attitude by ?ltering the double difference 
?oating point ambiguities from phase and psuedorange 
measurements taken by the pair of GPS antennas based on 
the GPS carrier signals. 

3. The apparatus of claim 1, Wherein said processor 
determines said attitude by calculating an antenna baseline 
length based on the ?oating point ambiguities and the phase 
measurements taken by the pair of GPS antennas based on 
the GPS carrier signals. 

4. The apparatus of claim 1, Wherein said processor 
determines said attitude by estimating initial aZimuth and 
elevation values that are based upon said ?oating point 
ambiguities. 

5. The apparatus of claim 4, Wherein said processor 
determines said attitude by searching through a range of 
aZimuth and elevation values, Wherein the siZe of each of the 
ranges are based upon the accuracy of said initial aZimuth 
and elevation values. 

6. The apparatus of claim 5, Wherein said processor 
determines said attitude by determining integer ambiguities 
based upon said search through said ranges of aZimuth and 
elevation values. 

7. The apparatus of claim 1, Wherein said processor 
determines said attitude by permitting said ?oating point 
ambiguities to converge during a settling period. 

8. The apparatus of claim 7, Wherein said processor 
determines said attitude by conducting a 3-dimensional 
search through azimuth, elevation and baseline length values 
based upon said converged ?oating point ambiguities to 
establish initial estimates for aZimuth, elevation and baseline 
length values. 

9. The apparatus of claim 8, Wherein said processor 
determines said attitude by conducting a second 
3-dimensional search through aZimuth, elevation and base 
line length values to resolve integer ambiguities. 

10. The apparatus of claim 9, Wherein said processor 
determines said attitude by conducting said second search by 
computing the minimum of a cost function based on phase 
measurements taken by said pair of GPS antennas based 
upon said GPS carrier signals. 

11. The apparatus of claim 1, Wherein said baseline length 
is predetermined and said processor determines said attitude 
based on said ?oating point ambiguities and phase measure 
ments taken by said pair of GPS antennas based upon said 
GPS carrier signals and said predetermined baseline length. 

12. The apparatus of claim 11, Wherein said processor 
determines said attitude by conducting a 2-dimensional 
search through aZimuth and elevation values based upon 
said ?oating point ambiguities after said ?oating point 
ambiguities have converged during a settling period. 

13. The apparatus of claim 12, Wherein said processor 
determines said attitude by conducting a 2-dimensional 
search through aZimuth and elevation values using initial 
estimates of aZimuth and elevation from an external source. 

14. The apparatus of claim 12, Wherein said processor 
determines said attitude by conducting a 2-dimensional 
search in a search WindoW Whose siZe is based on the 
accuracy of initial estimates of aZimuth and elevation values 
that are used for the search and Which are based upon said 
?oating point ambiguities. 

15. The apparatus of claim 12, Wherein said processor 
determines said attitude by conducting said 2-dimensional 

1O 

15 

25 

35 

45 

55 

65 

8 
search by computing the minimum of a cost function based 
on phase measurements taken by said pair of GPS antennas 
based on said GPS carrier signals. 

16. A method for determining an attitude, comprising: 
receiving GPS carrier signals from a plurality of GPS 

satellites at a pair of GPS antennas; and 
determining the attitude based upon ?oating point ambi 

guities betWeen said GPS carrier signals received by 
each of said pair of GPS antennas. 

17. The method of claim 16, Wherein said determining 
comprises ?ltering the double difference ?oating point ambi 
guities from phase and pseudorange measurements taken by 
said pair of GPS antennas based on said GPS carrier signals. 

18. The method of claim 16, Wherein said determining 
comprises determining an antenna baseline length based on 
said ?oating point ambiguities and on phase measurements 
of said GPS carrier signals. 

19. The method of claim 16, Wherein said determining 
comprises estimating initial aZimuth and elevation values 
that are based on said ?oating point ambiguities. 

20. The method of claim 19, Wherein said determining 
further comprises searching through a range of aZimuth 
elevation values, Wherein the siZe of each of said ranges is 
based upon the accuracy of said initial aZimuth and elevation 
values. 

21. The method of claim 20, Wherein said determining 
further comprises determining integer ambiguities during 
said search. 

22. The method of claim 16, Wherein said determining 
comprises permitting said ?oating point ambiguities to con 
verge during a settling period. 

23. The method of claim 22, Wherein said determining 
further comprises conducting a 3-dimensional search 
through aZimuth, elevation and baseline length values based 
on said converged ?oating point ambiguities to establish 
initial estimates for aZimuth, elevation and baseline length 
values. 

24. The method of claim 23, Wherein said determining 
further comprises conducting a second 3-dimensional search 
through aZimuth, elevation and baseline length values to 
resolve integer ambiguities. 

25. The method of claim 24, Wherein said conducting said 
second 3-dimensional search comprises determining the 
minimum of a cost function based on phase measurements 
of said GPS carrier signals. 

26. The method of claim 16, Wherein said determining is 
further based on phase measurements of said GPS carrier 
signals and on a predetermined baseline length. 

27. The method of claim 16, Wherein said determining 
comprises conducting a 2-dimensional search through aZi 
muth and elevation values after said ?oating point ambigu 
ities have converged during a settling period. 

28. The method of claim 27, Wherein said searching is 
conducted using initial aZimuth and elevation values from a 
source external to said pair of GPS antennas. 

29. The method of claim 27, Wherein said search is 
conducted in a search WindoW Whose siZe is based on the 
accuracy of initial estimates of aZimuth and elevation values 
used for said search and Which are based upon said ?oating 
point ambiguities. 

30. The method of claim 27, Wherein said conducting said 
2-dimensional search comprises determining the minimum 
of a cost function based on phase measurements of said GPS 
carrier signals. 


